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INTRODUCTION 


Co-op Housing In Canada 


Out of the broad range of post-war housing programs implemented by the Canadian 
government, one of the few that has been successful from the start is the nonprofit 
cooperative housing program. The introduction of nonprofit continuing cooperatives (co- 
ops) into Canada's housing system about fifteen years ago created a new form of tenure, 
combining the best features of owning and renting. As a housing option, co-ops provide 
the only means for many Canadian households to achieve the benefits of home ownership 
in the high-cost tnetropolitan housing markets. They also represent a significant share of 
housing starts in large cities where the crisis in affordable housing is most severe. 

About 46,000 low- and moderate- income Canadian households now live in 1,300 self- 
managed co-ops on a nonprofit and nonequity basis. In terms of Canada's entire housing 
stock, co-op units represent a very small share, about one half of one percent. Their 
impact, however, is much greater than these numbers indicate. Most co-op units, about 
eighty percent, have been built since 1978 and most have been built in the three most 
urbanized provinces. About forty percent of co-op units are located in Ontario, about 
twenty-five percent in Quebec, and twenty-five percent in British Columbia. The 
remaining ten percent are distributed among the other seven provinces. Since 1980, co-ops 
represent about four to five percent of annual housing starts. This alone is fairly 
significant, but because very few nonsubsidized rental units are being built, and because 
co-ops tend to be concentrated in large ciities, mainly Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver, 
co-op housing plays a significant economic and social role in metropolitan housing 
markets. This has given the program a very high profile, well beyond the extent one would 
expect given its small size. 

Like private home ownership, members of a housing co-op have security of tenure and 
control over their living environment because they legally own and manage their housing. 
Like renters, co-op members make no equity investment and receive no financial benefits 
when they move out. Under current and likely future housing market conditions, co-op 
housing is the only way many households will ever be able to become "homeowners." The 
program is considered to be an excellent means of eliminating the high cost and 
administrative burden of government-managed subsidized housing. 

Housing co-ops exist in many countries. They are usually similar to condominiums in 
that the residents make an equity investment, have the right to sell their share in the project, 
and profit from any capital gain that may accrue. This type of “ownership" is virtually the 
same as private ownership. It is also similar to condominium ownership. In Canada, 
condominiums and continuing co-ops originated at about the same time but are very 
different. 

Co-op housing in Canada represents a distinctly different tenure option for the 
ownership and management of housing. It is neither individually owned housing nor is it 
government-owned and managed housing. Co-ops are, in effect, within the public 
domain, like public housing. Yet, in practical and legal terms, they are owned by the 
people who live in them. Since the federal government provides an insured mortgage and 
subsidies adequate to make the units affordable to a mix of low- and moderate- income 
households, the operating agreement between the government and the co-op is a contract 
requiring the co-op to operate on a nonprofit and democratic basis. 

Continuing housing cooperatives first emerged during the 1960s when many 
Canadians, especially families with children, could no longer afford home ownership and 
faced difficulty finding good rental housing. In the mid-1960s, the first continuing co-op, 
the 200-unit Willow Park Housing Cooperative in Winnipeg, served as a demonstration 








that this new housing tenure was not only practical but socially desirable because of the 
sense of community created by the cooperative form of ownership and management. To 
promote co-op housing, the Canadian Labour Congress, the Co-operative Union of 
Canada, and the Canadian Union of Students established the Cooperative Housing 
Foundation of Canada in 1968. Housing officials eventually agreed that socially mixed 
housing cooperatives were an improved alternative for providing assisted housing, and, in 
1973, the National Housing Act was amended to create a co-op housing program. Groups 
who wish to build a co-op are assisted by a national network of nonprofit co-op housing 
development societies, known as resource groups. 

The earliest types of housing co-ops in Canada were "building co-ops" and student co- 
ops. These date from the 1930s. In a building co-op, individuals help build one anothers’ 
houses. This was a temporary rather than continuing co-op, through which members 
secured individual home ownership by selfhelp and "sweat equity". Over 20,000 houses 
have been cooperatively built since a group of miners in Tompkinsville, Cape Breton, built 
the first eleven houses in 1938. Student co-ops emerged in the 1930s and began to appear 
on or near university campuses across the country after 1964, when National Housing Act 
funding was made available. There are 1,750 student co-op housing units. 


This Bibliography 


There is a great deal of interest in Canada's co-op housing program, not only among 
Canadians, but also from outside the country, particularly visiting housing professionals. 
Co-ops are continually being asked to show visitors around, answer questions, reply to 
surveys, and so on. Over the years, as this bibliography demonstrates, a great deal has 
been written on housing co-ops. 

An attempt has been made to list all major and minor English language publications 
relating to Canadian housing co-ops in this bibliography. Unfortunately, much of the 
literature is comprised of short articles describing individual co-ops and studies of some 
particular aspect of housing co-ops. There is very little scholarly literature on the social and 
economic aspects of housing co-ops in general. 

One work that provides an excellent introduction to the co-op housing movement in 
Canada as of the mid-1970s is Alex Laidlaw's Housing You Can Afford (Toronto: Green 
Tree Publishing, 1977). 

The following books, which do not directly deal with housing cooperatives, provide 
useful background information on coopertives and cooperation. 


History of the Cooperative Movement in English Canada: 

MacPherson, Jan. Each for all: A History of the cooperative movement in English 
Canada, 1900-1945. Carleton Library no. 116. Toronto: Macmillan of Canada, 
1979. 


Cooperatives in General: 


Dreyfuss, A.E., ed. City villages: The Cooperative quest. Toronto: New Press, 1973. 





The Canadian Cooperative Sector: 


National Task Force of Cooperative Development. A Cooperative development strategy for 
Canada: Report on the National Task Force of Cooperative Development. Ottawa: 
NTFCD, 1984. 


Cooperative Theory: 


Melnyk, George. The Search for community: From utopia to a cooperative society. 
Montreal: Black Rose Books,1985. 
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